However, the preparation of Modern Painters 2 had great effect on his choice and idea of vocation (rv xxiv; RIL xviii). According to his editors, Ruskin discovered 'the art of man in its full majesty for the first time' ('v xxiv) and in himself' "a strange and precious gift," enabling him to recognise it' ('v xxiv). 'He had heard a fresh call, and he accepted it; he must become an interpreter of the nobleness of human art, as well as of the beauty of nature' ('v xxrv). Schlegel had called for what amounted to religious conversion if art is to be practised well; Ruskin experienced such conversion in discovering his vocation as a critic of art? He conceived his own career as similar to Fra Angelico's in its spirit of dedication.
Cook, unlike Schlegel and Ruskin himself in the letter to Liddell, casts the critical vocation in terms of classic humanism. The terms are accurate with regard to Modern Painters 5, not Modern Painters 2. In the earlier work, Ruskin emphaSizes the presence of God in nature either by type or immanence. The artist does not need to rival but humbly to reverence nature, in Cassirer's words to become 'the purely knowing subject, the clear eye that scans the world." 'The capacity to remain wholly perceptive, to lose oneself in seeing and to free knowledge' requires moral genius (Cassirer, 278) . Similarly, Ruskin writes: The ideal of the good and perfect soul, as it is seen in the features, is not to be reached by imagination but by the seeing and reaching forth of the better part of the soul to that of which it must first know the sweetness and goodness in itself, before it can much desire, or rightly find, the signs of it in others' . (IV 177).' Modern Painters 2 concludes with a famous evocation of Fra Angelico's angels 'with the Barnes On their white foreheads waving brighter as they move, and the sparkles streaming from their purple wings like the glitter of many sunS upon a sounding sea, listening in the pauses of alternate song, for the prolonging of the trumpet blast, and the answering of psaltery and cymbal, throughout the endless deep, ·and from all the star shores of heaven' ('v 332; On the frame of the Tabernacle of the Linenweavers, Museum of San Marco, Florence). In context, Ruskin is contrasting Greek sculpture ('the Greek could not conceive 'a spirit') to 'Christian' painting and vision.
The evocation testifies to the elation that Ruskin could feel at this time in experiencing God's presence in the world.' Fra Angelico and other 'Christian' artists shared both the knowledge and the joy. The quotation suggests also other values discerned by Ruskin in Fra Angelico, the sensuous and archaic qualities of his art, its symbolic force and iconological resources, and its sublimated eroticism . Ruskin did not later become blind to these values; but the 'truth' that he valued in 'Christian' art must continue to meet his knowledge of the world. It did not.
By the time that Ruskin's appreciation of Fra Angelico reached print, it had already been qualified. The list drawn up at Parma included the Venetian painters in the third and lowest category; but Ruskin had not reached Venice yet, and when he did he was 'overwhelmed' by Tintoretto (rv xxxvii). When Modern Painters 2 appeared, Fra Angelico (and Benozw Gozzoli) were jostled On the One hand by a theoretical treatment of 'beauty' and on the other by long word paintings of works by Tintoretto. For instance, a reference to Fra Angelico's Annunciation (Museum of San Marco, Florence) from a reliquary in Santa Maria Novella, is followed by a much longer description of Tintoretto's Annunciation in the Lower Room of the Scuola di San Rocco ( 'v 263-5). That Fra Angelico did not remain as much of a discovery in Ruskin's book as he had been in his life is understandable: it was virtually impossible to go Rio and Mrs Jameson one better in characterizing or in praising Fra Angelico as an artist-saint. Moreover, his art did not possess the qualities that allowed Ruskin's delight in Venetian art to outstay and indeed to triumph over his eventual turn away from the 'Christian' aesthetic.
In his 1847 review of Sketches of the History of Christian Art, Ruskin who at the time worried that Lord Lindsay might outdo him in the criticism of 'Christian' art, accepted his distinction between Giotto as a 'dramatic' artist and Fra Angelico as a 'contemplative' one ( Xll 220, 223; see Shapiro, 218). Lindsay preferred Giotto: 'His religion breathes of the free air of heaven rather than the clOister, neither enthusiastic nor superstitious, but practical, manly and healthy' (Xll 220). The preference implied a rejection of Catholicism, of mediaeval quietism and its legacy. Ruskin added too a note of religiOUS doubt that could only lessen a 'Christian' appreciation of Fra AngeliCO. Concluding his review, he seconded Lord Lindsay's choice: 'The visions of the cloister must depart with its superstitious peace -the quick, apprehensive symbolism of early Faith must yield to the abstract teaching of disciplined Reason' (XII 247). His last words show that in 1847 he was firmly committed to the Industrial Revolution, that he held it essential to human progress, and that he expected it to make possible improved conditions of living. Already social concerns involved him deeply :
Whatever else we may deem of the Progress of Nations, one character of that progress is determined and discernible. As in the encroaching of the land upon the sea, the strength of the sandy bastions is raised out of the sifted ruin of ancient inland hills -for every tongue of level larid that stretches into the deep, the fall of Alps has been heard among the clouds, and as the fields of industry enlarge, the intercourse with Heaven is shortened. Let it not be doubted that as this change is inevitable, so it is expedient, though the fonn of teaching adopted and of duty prescribed be less mythic and contemplative, more active and unassisted: for the light of Transfiguration on the Mountain is substituted the Fire of Coals upon the Shore, and on the charge to hear the Shepherd, follows that to feed the Sheep. Doubtful we may be for a time, and apparently deserted; but if, as we wait, we still look forward with steadfast will and humble heart, so that our Hope for the Future may be fed, not dulled or diverted by our Love for the Past, we shall not long be left without a Guide : -the way shall be opened, the Precursor appointed -the Hour will come, and the Man. [XII 247-8]6
The passage refers to works by Raphael -The T rans~guration and the Cartoon 'Feed My Sheep.' Alluding to these works, Ruskin suggested the 'inevitable' failure of the religious ideal, 'mythic and contemplative,' which they embodied. A great and contemporary work of art represented the present ideal of secular England -surely, 'the Fire of Coals upon the Shore' refers to Turner's Keelman H eaving in Coals by Night (National Gallery, Washington) . The new ideal was a 'more active' one and 'unassisted,' unassisted by Divine Providence, that is. Ruskin was in religious doubt: 'Doubtful we may be for a time and apparently deserted'; but he also held out hope for a possible return of a Golden Age in the industrial future.
In the 1850s Ruskin's enthusiasm for Fra Angelico cooled entirely. For one thing, the 'Christian' aesthetic, in terms of which praise of Fra Angelico was cast, was logically vulnerable. The aesthetic claimed to be new and different from the prevailing Academic one (XII 134); actually it was merely a revision. In his lecture 'Pre-Raphaelitism' (I853), a manifesto of Pre-Raphaelite principles. Ruskin made clear that he was not rejecting Academic and classic norms of beauty; he meant only to emphasize the neglected value of 'truth' in art. Winckelmann had claimed that 'the chief aim of all art' was 'Beauty." He approved of 'the wisest among the ancient artists, [who} strove to avoid the representation of whatever con/licted with beauty. They much preferred to deviate from truth, rather than from beauty, in their figures." Ruskin intended to correct Winckelmann's misemphasis. He objected to the 'love of what is called ideality or beauty in preference to truth, operating not only in making us choose the past rather than the present for our subjects, but ... making us falsify the present when we do take it for our subject' ( XII 154). He proposed instead an art 'of pure and manly truth, of stem statement of the things done and seen around us dail y' (XII 163 ). He defended the Pre-Raphaelites from the usual charge that they imitated the forms of 'Primitive' art; rather, they recurred 'to the principles of the early ages' ( XII 156). From the 'Primitives' they learned 'but one principle, th at of absolute, uncompromising truth' (XII 15 7). Or rather they learned the proper relations of truth and beauty in a genuine religious art :
No painters ever had more power of conceiving graceful form, or more profound devotion to the beautiful; but all these gifts and affections are kept sternly subordinate to their moral purpose; and, so far as th eir powers and knowledge went, they either painted from nature things as they were, or from imagination things as they must have been. [XII 147] Though Ruskin abhorred the classic prettiness that one finds illustrated in the pages of The Art-Journal, h e held out the prospect of an art to reconcile truth with beauty:
You perceive th at the principal resistance they have to make is to that spurious beauty, whose attractiveness had tempted men to forget, or to despise, the more noble quality of sincerity . ... This character is absolutely necessary to them in the present time; but it, of course, occasionally renders their work comparatively unpleasing. As th e school becomes less aggressive, and more authoritative -which it will do -they will enlist into their ranks men who will work, mainly, upon their principles, and yet embrace more of those characters which are generall y attractive, and this great ground of offence will be removed. [XII 158] Moreover, in Ruskin's frequent defences of Pre-Raphaelite painting, he normally made h is case by referring to conventional technical values like foreshortening, perspective, and effects of natural lighting. Like the earlier Nazarene aesthetic, Pre-Raphaelitism was to be a revolution in feeling, not form.
Stated in terms of relative emphases, the 'Christian' aesthetic was very shaky. Ruskin and the others h ad not decisively repudiated n orms of classic form in Grem-Roman and High Renaissance art. Rio for One h ad praised Gozzoli in the Riccardi Chapel because the h orsemen reminded him of riders from the Parthenon frieze ( p 202). All that was needed was another change in emphasiS, this time away from 'truth' and towards formal 'beauty: in order to re-establish the classic and Academic aesthetic. And considered stri ctly in terms of aesthetic norms, precisely this move occurred in the fifth volume of Modern Painters where we find Ruskin preferring Giorgione to Fra Angelico (VII 373). Conventional art critics later were to assimilate 'Christian' value in basically classic accounts of the Old Masters.
By 1853 when Stones of Venice II appeared, Ruskin already regretted the limitations of Fra Angelico's art (x 226). And when Burne-Jones noted that in Modern Painters 3 (1856) Ruskin placed Fra Angelico first in the ranks of painters of 'spiritual beauty,' the young man missed an emphasis? True, early in the book, Ruskin had staked out an eclectic position -one that he had ready to hand in most of his later comments on Fra Angelico (v 67-8). In the course of the work, however, he developed a distinction between the Purist and Naturalist ideals in art, Fra Angelico typifying the former and the Venetians the latter. He indicated which ideal he considered more viable by pointing out that the Pre-Raphaelites adhered to the Naturalist ideal (v 109). Ruskin described the Purists in a problematic way: 'The things around us containing mixed good and evil, certain men chose the good and left the evil (thence properly called Purists); others received both good and evil together (thence properly called Naturalists)' (v 103). It was all very well to commend the Purists as 'men whose dispositions are more than ordinarily tender and holy' (v 103); it was something else to praise men who turned their eyes from evil. Subsequent praise was condescending and a little denigrating: The life of Angelico was almost entirely spent in the endeavour to imagine the beings belonging to another world' (v 104); his art 'is always childish but beautiful in its childishness' (v 105). Purism generally 'is not the greatest thing that can be done, but is probably the greatest thing that the man who does it can do, provided that it comes from his heart' (v 109).
By the time he wrote Modern Painters 5 (I 860), Ruskin was ready for a full attack On Fra Angelico. But it was not so much the visual qualities of his art that Ruskin reacted against; it was the image of the artist that had developed during the Victorian period. Ruskin's social concern had grown; his religiOUS beliefs had changed; he was ready after a fashion to acknowledge eroticism as a value in art. This complex development worked to explode the Purist and 'Christian' ideal in art:
The art which, since the writing of Rio and Lord Lindsay, is specially known as (Christian,' erred by pride in its denial of the animal nature of man; -and, in connection with all monkish and fanatical forms of religion by looking always to another world instead of this. It wasted its strength in visions, and was therefore swept away, notwithstanding all its good and glory, by the strong truth of the naturalist art of the sixteenth century. But that naturalist art erred on the other side; denied at last the spiritual nature of man, and perished in corruption. [VlI 264) Ruskin's conviction of human mortality meant that Purist art was an unconscious fraud because it pretended 'that the natural world can be represented without the element of death' C VII 265). Equating Fra Angelico with vulgar and facile optimists in mid-Victorian England CVII 266), he protested:
The right faith of man is not intended to give him repose, but to enable him to do his work. It is not intended that he should look away from the place he lives in now, and cheer himself with thoughts of the place he is to live in next, but that he should look stoutly into this world, in faith that if he does his work thoroughly here, some good to others or himself, with which however he is not at present concerned, wiJI come of it hereafter. And this kind of brave, but not very hopeful or cheerful faith, I perceive to be always rewarded by clear practical success and splendid intellectual power; while the faith which dwells on the future fades away into rosy mist, and emptiness of musical air. That result indeed follows naturally enough on its habit of assuming that things must be right, or must come right, when, probably, the fact is, that so far as we are concerned, they are entirely wrong; and going wrong: and also on its weak and false way of looking on what these religiOUS persons call 'the bright side of things: that is to say, on one side of them only, when God has given them two sides, and intended us to see both. Revaluing Fra Angelico, Ruskin revalued his ecstatic praise in the COnclusion of Modern Painters 2. No longer did Fra Angelico communicate an existence full of Divine love. The 'glitter of many suns' was merely 'rosy mist' at sunset. In the letter in which Ruskin registered his fresh experience of Fra Angelico's angels, he had written: 'One ". has just taken the trumpet from his lips and, with his hand lifted, listens to the blast of it passing away into heaven . And then to see another bending down to clash the cymbals, and yet looking up at the same instant all full of love' CRIL 101). Mystic sound, however, now proved 'emptiness of musical air. ' Ruskin had once looked forward to introducing his father to 'the dark comers of the cloisters of St Mark, where my favourite Fra Angelicos look down from the walls like visions, and into the treasuries of the old sacristies, lighted with the glass that glows "with blood of queens & kings''' CRIL 187). Now he implicitly compared Fra Angelico's work to the writings of a Victorian Norman Vincent Peale: 'I was reading but the other day, in a book by a zealous, useful, and able Scotch clergyman: he wrote, 'one of these rhapsodies in which he described a scene in the Highlands to show Che said) the goodness of God. In this Highland scene there was nothing but sunshine, and fresh breezes, and bleating lambs and clean tartans, and all manner of pleasantness' (VII 268). Then Ruskin recalled one of his own days in the Highlands, noting some features of the landscape not taken in by the clergyman -a dead ewe in a thicket and some starving peasants fishing. Mortality and suffering, social injustice, these concerns Fra Angelico's art did not seem to speak to; and Ruskin could nO longer greatly admire his work. At the end of his chapter, Wouvermans and Angelico: he returned to the Madonna of The Annunciation in Santa Maria Novella once more, and in a long, lovely passage evoked Fra Angelico in his monastery at Fiesole ( VII 370-1). But in the final sentence of the chapter, he expressed his preference for Giorgione 'contending with evil, conquering it utterly, casting it away for ever, and rising beyond into magnificence of rest' (VII 373). Ruskin's social engagement shortly was to lead him away from art criticism altogether.
NOTES
